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ciated), their intimate knowledge of high society (whose 'wild
debaucheries, and quickness of wit in reparties, no poet before
them could paint as they have done'), and to their complete
command of the English language, which they carried to its
highest perfection.1 In addition they, and especially Webster,
wrote a number of comedies of London life and approximated
to the comedies of manners of the Restoration period. Also
they deserved much of the credit for the development of a new
type of play, which speedily won the greatest favour—the
tragi-comedy, defined as ca romantic drama involving serious
passions, yet ending happily'.2 Tragi-comedies at their best,
of which Philaster is an example, are admirably suited for stage
presentation, having rapid action, dramatic surprises, original
situations, declamation, passion—especially love (requited or
unrequited)—and the foreknowledge that the hero and heroine
will inevitably live happily ever after. At their worst they
become mere melodrama, full of bombast, false sentiment, and
improbable situations, with characters lacking individuality
and falling into a few types, as the lovelorn maiden or the
cowardly debauchee.
Among Fletcher's later collaborators was Philip Massinger,
who wrote some fifteen plays on his own account. He was a
master in contriving plots and knew the limitations of the stage
as well as any man. But in his plays there are few characters
to charm or even to interest the reader, for they are mostly
conventional. Opinions differ as to whether he was a man of
high moral ideals who yielded unwillingly to the prevailing
low tastes, but it is at least certain that many of his heroines,
even when they seem intended as models of virtue, treated
morality as a question merely of outward observance. There
is no doubt that taste grew corrupt and depraved towards the
end of the Elizabethan age of literature and that the successors
of Shakespeare and Jonson catered to it. They seem to have
lost their capacity to appeal to society in general and to have
aimed at attracting only the court and those who were pleased
to imitate it, for courtly influence upon the drama did nothing
to raise the prevailing low standard. There was nothing in the
frivolous court of James I to maintain a high moral tone, and
Charles I and Henrietta Maria failed to exact from their
1	An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, ed. Thomas Arnold (1903), pp. 68-9.
2	Felix E. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama, 1558-1642 (and ed. [n.d.]), ii, 182.

